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Through	being	a	full-time	teacher	in	a	class	of	students	with	a	wide	range	of	needs,	my	own	
approach	to	understanding	and	supporting	them	as	human	beings—beyond	simply	being	there	to	
serve	them	academically,	changed	drastically.	At	some	point	early	on,	I	realized	that	in	order	to	
sustain	my	own	abilities	to	provide	support	to	my	students,	I	would	have	to	transform	my	
mindset.	With	students	in	our	class	with	unique	behaviors	and	ways	of	interacting	with	the	world	
around	them,	it	was	likely	that	we,	as	teachers,	were	bound	to	face	far	more	challenges	and	
setbacks	before	experiencing	any	sort	of	success.	Through	recognizing	the	emotional	toll	that	can	
take	on	a	person,	I	realized	my	own	need	to	detach	a	bit	in	order	to	remain	strong	and	ready	to	try	
again	the	next	day.	And	it	was	so	incredibly	important	that	I	was	constantly	ready	to	leave	the	past	
behind	us	and	try	again	the	next	day	because,	if	anything,	our	kids	deserved	at	least	that	much.	
Thus,	I	began	looking	at	these	particular	students—the	ones	who	pushed	me	every	day	to	be	
better—in	a	far	different	manner.	
I	started	thinking	about	them	as	puzzles	that	I	was	trying	to	figure	out,	carefully	
considering	how	each	individual	piece	fit	together	in	the	big	picture.	Puzzles	are	intended	to	be	
challenging	but	enjoyable,	and	yet	it's	the	type	of	activity	you	engage	in	over	time.	Some	puzzles	
are	much	easier,	with	pieces	that	are	larger	in	size,	making	it	easy	to	see	where	each	piece	belongs.	
But	other	puzzles	hold	much	more	power,	begging	you	to	give	up.	In	each	piece,	you	can	sense	the	
history	of	people	before	you	who	have	tried	to	complete	the	puzzle	in	its	entirety	without	any	
success.	We	had	a	few	of	these	types	of	puzzles	in	our	class	this	year,	and	although	they	are	still	
incomplete,	I	have	managed	to	approach	them	with	care,	patience,	and	the	strongest	sense	of	both	
compassion	and	empathy	that	I	am	able	to	offer.	These	are	the	ones	who	have	taught	me	to	be	not	
only	a	better	teacher	but	a	better	person,	and	I	have	so	much	appreciation	for	them	as	a	result.	
Although	it's	been	a	semester	of	learning	a	great	deal	about	students'	social-emotional	
needs,	we	have	also	spent	plenty	of	time	laughing	together,	enjoying	each	other's	company,	and	
learning	incredible	skills	and	knowledge	through	memorable	experiences.	
We	spent	a	couple	weeks	studying	spoken	word	and	listening	to	and	analyzing	videos	of	
spoken	word	performances	that	connect	to	our	lives.	We	engaged	in	daily	Creative	Expressions	
where	students	could	bring	in	something	related	to	their	own	strengths	and	passions	to	share	
with	the	class.	We	were	lucky	enough	to	have	the	Chief	Justice,	along	with	a	second	Justice,	from	
the	State	Supreme	Court	come	into	our	classroom	and	share	their	expertise	with	us!	Really,	is	
there	any	better	way	to	learn	about	the	justice	system	than	from	the	judges	themselves?	
It's	been	an	unbelievable	journey,	and	although	I've	learned	a	lot,	I	know	I	still	have	so	
much	learning	to	do.	But	that's	okay—because	I've	always	felt	the	learning	never	stops,	and	it	will	
forever	be	my	goal	to	continue	growing	so	that	I	can	be	my	absolute	best	for	my	students.	My	
teachers	inspired	me,	and	I	now	hope	to	inspire	my	own	students.	And	to	continue	forming	
connections	and	making	memories	I	know	I'll	never	forget.	 	
